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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to examine the practice of sensemaking in organizational conflict. It found out that 
during conflict, the sensemaking process has an important role in influencing the progress of the conflict. A conflict that 
has been evolving for years is inclined to turn into a crisis. The roles of the organizational and societal culture are therefore 
very important in KKSH. They do not only determine the communication process of the organizations with its stakeholders, 
but it also proposes the resolution for the conflict. 
Methodology: This study was based on a qualitative case study, a one-year research project to examine the crisis com- 
munication of a family-based organization. In this study, a number of 14 in-depth- interview transcripts were analyzed by 
using the pattern matching. The unit analysis of this study only used one major instead of using many cases. 
Results: This study has the advantage in terms of descriptions of the sensemaking process in the crisis caused by an 
organizational conflict. The findings of this study indicate the significance of cultural elements in the crisis communication 
caused by conflict among the organizational members. The use of local culture issue, therefore, fulfills the need for the 
crisis communication research based on the non-western approach. 
Implications: Therefore, the characteristics of the factors behind the conflict were investigated. Based on the study, it is 
highly recommended that in determining the solution of internal conflict, all the involved parties should understand the 
culture of KKSH. It is very important since the culture is already embedded in the attitude and behavior of all internal 
family members. 
Keywords: sensemaking theory, conflict, case study, family organization. 
INTRODUCTION 
In Central Java, Indonesia, there is one great kingdom that has managed to maintain its survival until now, namely The 
Royal Heritage of Surakarta (KKSH). KKSH is one of the national cultural heritages recognized by Article 18 of the 1945 
Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia and reinforced by the Presidential Decree No. 23 of 1988 (Winarti, 2013). 
The Royal Heritage of Surakarta becomes the center of attention when there was a seizure of the throne of the King of 
Paku Buwono (PB) XIII. The absence of a crown prince is perceived to be the major cause in which the sons of the PB 
XII were assumed they should replace their father’s throne. Many medications that involved Local government, the Central 
Government, and several key figures, had been conducted. However, the prolonged conflict has not found any resolutions. 
Furthermore, the public assumes that it can harm the reputation of KKSH as one of the national cultural heritage. In fact, 
the situation became more complicated by the coverage of various print and electronic media, in which the internal family 
conflict became increasingly popular among the public. 
This study aimed to analyze the conflict that occurred in the internal family of KKSH after the King of PB XII passed away. 
The internal conflict was discussed using sensemaking theory developed by Karl E Weick. The conflict that occurred for 
many years turned into a crisis . In this case, the conflicting parties were the KKSH family, between PB XIII and Dewan 
Adat (consisted of another child of the King of PB XII). 
Weick’s sensemaking theory is a well-known theory in the analysis of crisis communication. The crisis is defined as a 
condition where instability and difference become the primary issue. Sensemaking theory is capable to examine com- 
prehensively a crisis caused by prolonged conflict. The difference standpoints in sensemaking are associated with the 
significance of appropriate communication to settle the crisis, even though it is not realized by the internal KKSH. Each 
conflicting group as a strong belief that they have the right disposition, thus, the process of sensemaking increasingly pursed 
into two different facts. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
Sensemaking theory 
Sensemaking is explicated by Weick into 7 (seven) characteristics of the process encompassed of identity, retrospect, 
enactment, social, on-going, extracted cues, and plausibility. These characteristics function as a guideline to search into 
sensemaking in the sense they recommend what is sensemaking, how sensemaking works and why it does not work. 
Therefore, sensemaking differs from interpretation in which it merely generates a meaning. Sensemaking is about activity 
or process, while interpretation can be a process but only to describe a product. Moreover, interpretation refers to something 
that already exists and waits to be discovered (Weick, 1995). 
Sensemaking is different compared to an interpretation since it all about activity or process. Sensemaking tends to find 
rather than to wait to be found.  It involves parties who actively create situations when the involved actors are attached   
to and try to understand them. In this process, an overlapping to create a reality and to make meaning by recalling what 
happened through incessant dialogue affected by identity and social world (Brown et al., 2015) 
Communication is a process that involves human activity in which people collectively create and manage a social re- 
ality (Pearce and Cronen, 1980). From this description, it can be drawn that the communication process involves the 
sensemaking process. Sensemaking becomes an interpreter in the process of meaningful communication. 
The conflict at KKSH, however, was not suddenly occurred; however, it took place due to the attitude and behaviors of the 
internal parties of KKSH. As a consequence, sensemaking proposed during the crisis in KKSH was less optimal and as the 
results, the measures taken on the basis of positive efforts turned into the causes of the conflict. 
The phenomenon is similar to Weick’s theory (Weick, 1988). Weick suggested that the crisis tends to be contemplated 
more and human sensemaking has a minor role in its development. The argument underlines that action of sensemaking 
plays an important role at the beginning of the crisis; therefore, sensemaking is vital in an effort to deal with and cope 
with the crisis (Schultz and Raupp, 2010). This condition endows with a powerful opportunity for sensemaking since the 
individual routines are disrupted, and they are forced to ask themselves and also the people surrounding them, for what 
actually happens (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). 
METHODOLOGY 
This study employed the design of qualitative case study. Interpretative paradigm was selected since the aim of this analysis 
was to understand the subjective experience and assessment of the informants in pertaining to the communication process 
during the conflict. 
The data were obtained through in-depth interviews and documentation. The entire in-depth interviews occurred approxi- 
mately for 4months in 2016. Each interview required approximately an hour in accordance with the schedule and location 
determined by the respective informant. The interview was done to construct the trust, lucidity, and clarity from the infor- 
mants in responding to the inquired questions. 
Informants were selected by a purposive sampling method. The main criteria were that they knew and understood the crisis 
as well as and become acquainted with one or more the family of KKSH. There were 14 informants, included the internal 
family of KKSH, and Abdi dalem (loyal supporter), as well as journalists who had investigated or followed-up the conflict 
of KKSH Data analysis was done using pattern analysis. 
ANALYSIS 
The theory of sensemaking developed by Weick becomes key in the studies of organizational crisis (Mills and O’Connell, 
2003). The other study was conducted by Bloch (2014); Das and Kumar (2010); Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010); Weber  
et al. (2014) and more. 
This study emphasized that sensemaking in the organizational conflict leads to the capability to analyze conflict in a more 
comprehensive and deeper context instead of merely a surface description. Sensemaking thus is essential to figure out the 
conceptual framework related to the uncertainty and ambiguity of people (Sellnow and Seeger, 2013). 
Bloch (2014) explicated the possibility of a crisis to extend into a powerful drive for sensemaking due to the extent of 
disturbance and the uncertainty of events, which is similar to a disruption in the operations of the company. The conflict 
endured by KKSH shows various differences in the point of view between the conflicting parties. Even though both of the 
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parties grew up in the same circumstance and adopted the same culture, but the interpretation process of the sources of 
conflict was diverse. It might be due to the different priorities of the conflicting parties in addressing the ongoing conflict. 
The value of sensemaking as an analytical tool was indicated by the findings of the responses of the internal family of 
KKSH on ―What happened at KKSH?‖. The responses, surely express the understanding of the social construction in their 
perspectives. This social construction will affect the assessment of ―what to do‖ since as they include several contexts in 
their interpretation towards the crisis—it may alter the action that they will take. 
Information obtained from various sources indicated that the conflict occurred because of the lack of a determined eagerness 
from the conflicting parties in resolving the conflict immediately. Consequently, the conflict was prolonged even it led to 
the rise of new conflicts. On the contrary, the internal parties of KKSH did not fully recognize that the crisis occurred due 
to the real intentions and it actually could be prevented. However, it has become the lifeline of KKSH. The two parties of 
the former king’s children had the propensity to be passive to discuss the problem between them and had no initiative to 
solve and reveal it plainly. 
The internal informants of KKSH claimed that even if they were subject to the customary culture in facing this internal 
conflict, they also respected the national law. They did not abruptly criticize the King Paku Buwono XIII who was perceived 
to violate the customary law for employing the provisions of the past. However, they realize that to perform such actions 
means they violate the national laws as a part of their lives and KKSH as well. 
One of the important findings in this study was that the sensemaking process that occurs cannot be directed towards a mutual 
agreement for both conflicting parties. What they meant from the conflict, was not able to determine the policy of resolving 
effective communication. They have not yet integrated a very strong indigenous culture adopted by the community’ culture 
inherent in their perceptions. There is a dilemmatic feeling when the indigenous culture was forced to follow sensemaking 
at the cultural level of the community when it realized that the purpose of KKSH as an organization was to be the enforcer 
and guardian of Javanese culture. The conflict in the KKSH illustrated a significant cultural role in sensemaking process. In 
this vulnerable environment, a typical organizational culture makes it difficult for members of the organization to explore, 
making it difficult for members and organizations to adapt (Keyton, 2005: 55). 
The KKSH culture that has been firmly attached to the behavior and perceptions of the family members, on the other hand, 
can make them survive in a conflict. But on the other hand, their chance to develop became more limited because they 
were bound by the values they adopt in the KKSH. The indigenous culture of KKSH was also strongly formed and makes 
it vulnerable to being subjected to friction with the development of cultural communities which increasingly demands 
organizations to be dynamic and adaptive. 
The following was the sensemaking process, which started from the process of enactment (action), selection (interpretation) 
and retention (storage) during an internal conflict in the KKSH. As a growing organization, KKSH requires communication. 
As stated by by Sellnow and Seeger (2013), an organization that has been adjusted, requires communication as the motor 
of change. 
Enactment Process 
Enactment process was an early stage in sensemaking when people realized that a crisis was actually under control. People 
started to believe that if they intervened from the beginning, there were possibilities that they can reduce the intensity of 
the crisis (Weick, 1988). 
At this stage, each of the conflicting parties looked for and predicted about what actually happened, what the other party 
wanted or what would happen subsequently. No one knows for sure because all have their own thoughts and arguments. 
The enactment process occurs in the crisis of KKSH is not utilized properly by the two conflicting parties to resolve the 
ongoing conflict. In fact, the intensity of the conflict is accelerated due to the less efficient and effective decision-making, 
moreover, it only makes the conflict grows uncontrollably. The dormant and abnormal process of communication is a 
realistic portray of ongoing problem escalation. Their commitment to uphold the values of the customary cultures is collide 
with numerous prevailing environmental contexts and from the non-conducive atmosphere. The process of sensemaking 
becomes culpable—it fails to provide resolution and the conflict develops into a complex crisis because people think by 
acting (Weick, 1988). 
During the enactment process, the interpretation of the individual on conflict was supported by the behavior also. The 
behavior shown by conflicting parties through verbal or nonverbal communication was translated by their surroundings. 
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Here, the meaning of the conflict began to be known by the communities, including later supported by media coverage. 
This process did not always make the communities able to interpret the conflict that occurs as what the conflicting parties 
thought. 
At this stage, it looks as if the conflicting party were not clearly voiced what really happened.  This was happening due  
to the limited information provided by the conflicting parties. This could be understood since this was a family conflict, 
and they got attention from mass media while on another side, they have to protect the reputation of KKSH. Moreover, 
KKSH did not have a communication media that was able to become a channel for distributing information to external 
stakeholders. 
Selection Process 
This process describes the situations when a person responds to the crisis—the selection process is performed with the goal 
to determine either the decision has a positive or negative impact. This selection process will determine the subsequent 
measures that will be taken by the organization, whether to continue or define a new response strategy (Sellnow and Seeger, 
2013). 
Each conflicting party needed information and support from other parties such as community, government, media or else. 
This action was carried out to select which one suits their desires and perceptions. Each conflicting party has a different 
interest that seemed could not be negotiated, then the selection process occurred in accordance with political interests. Each 
party felt the most right compared to the other. 
For example, in the event when the king of Paku Buwono XIII appointed Gusti Tedjowulan as Mahapatih and was rejected 
by the Dewan Adat (Customary Council). Conversely, when Dewan Adat appointed Gusti Puger as the daily task executor 
and was rejected by the king of Paku Buwono XIII. Each party considered that the selection made by another party was 
wrong because it did not comply with the customary rules that apply in the KKSH. 
Selection results in a logical understanding of what the environment means which can serve as a guide to its enact-   
ment. (Kudesia, 2017). From this process, it could be seen if each party was very strong to hold their principles. The 
selection phase is carried out by continuing to recall the importance of preserving the KKSH and examining the various 
facts that the KKSH was one of the remaining kingdoms in Central Java, could actually encourage both conflicting parties 
to find a mutual agreement. Unfortunately, for years, there were no guidelines such as norms or rules that could be used 
together to solve the conflict. 
Retention Process 
Retention process involves the experiences of the organizational learning in pertaining to the crisis. Organizations that able 
to pass the retention process would have the capacity to evade a similar crisis (Sellnow and Seeger, 2013) since they had 
the guidelines for the selection process (Kudesia, 2017). 
In this process, the conflicting parties seemed unclear in finding solutions to conflicts. This happened because, at the 
selection stage, they did not have agreed norms or rules to be used as guidelines for policy making. The past experiences 
that occurred in KKSH did not help much in resolving conflicts that occur in this generation. Even though there were a lot 
of conflict experiences, no conflict that similar to this case so that the memory to use past experiences was irrevocable. 
The absence of the same rules and norms made conflicting parties interpreted information in a way that simultaneously 
enacted interpretations in different ways. Actually, if doubts arose from conflicting parties were managed properly, it could 
foster a desire to find various information from various parties outside them. This could provide opportunities for each 
party to be able to change their thinking or behavior towards the conflict that occurred. A strong principle of the conflicting 
parties made the retention process difficult to develop. The process of interpreting conflicts that never changes make the 
conflict turned into a crisis. The community outside the KKSH also seemed to judge that the crisis occurred and was not 
resolved. This was very unfortunate given the many positive benefits that actually could be utilized from the existence of 
KKSH. 
From the description of the sensemaking process, Figure 1 summarized the process of the process carried out by the internal 
family of KKSH in dealing with conflict. The figure and description were as follows : 
Figure 1 demonstrated the enactment process where each conflicting parties had different perceptions and response to the 
conflict. Therefore, in the selection process, they had made a different interpretation of the meaning and the solution of the 
conflict even though they were actually the family of KKSH that shared the same cultural context—that is KKSH. 
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Figure 1: The Sensemaking process in KKSH. 
 
In this case, the conflicting parties were not resolute and consistent in questioning and answering what they should do and 
what strategies should be formulated. They merely focused on their respective desires and perceptions, consequently, dis- 
regard the meaning of sensemaking. This also as a reflection that the crisis communication process between two conflicting 
parties occurred without any obvious objectives and responses. 
The possible errors in sensemaking had a chance to harm KKSH. It includes when the crisis communication sensemaking 
is performed—by following the customary culture of KKSH that has not been conditioned in harmony with the prevailing 
culture—then any decision taken can bring KKSH further away from steady conditions. The different interpretation be- 
tween conflicting parties became the boundary for building negotiation. This created a more complex hidden agenda that 
worsening conflict (Das and Kumar, 2010). 
The sensemaking occurs in the internal conflict in a family organization showed the complicated condition, especially since 
KKSH is an organization based on culture. All the decision in managing conflict were influenced by many factors, such as 
culture, different motives dan purpose, and also external factors surround the conflicting parties. 
CONCLUSION 
The ongoing conflict in KKSH demonstrates that sensemaking process plays a major role in determining the conflict 
process.  Cases that occur in family organizations are not easy to resolve.  KKSH is not just a family organization,  but    
a palace that is closely related to culture and customary law that has been adopted for hundreds of years. Of course, it 
requires a process of resolution that is not easy. 
In the future, by reflecting on the sensemaking process that occurs during a conflict, the conflict resolution process can be 
formulated again by considering several factors. Among them are past lessons, similarities in common interpretations of 
the future and cultural values that have been followed by the family. KKSH is a palace that inherits high culture, therefore 
needs to be supported so that it remains a valuable lesson for generations about the history of Indonesia. 
Moreover, this study summarized that each organization needs competency to understand the cultural issues in a conflict 
situation. Future studies can evaluate the role of culture in the sensemaking process during a conflict situation. Moreover, 
the exploration of sensemaking theory can also be developed in a quantitative study. 
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